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Countless generations of Old Lincolnians, and alumni of Lincoln Christ’s Hospital 
School, will remember John Shirley (also known as ‘Jack’ or ‘Jim’) with affection, 
respect and gratitude. He was one of those legendary masters of Lincoln School 
featured in Occasional Paper No 17 who was described in his obituary in the 2006 
OCHLS newsletter as a man of many parts; academic, artist, raconteur, devoted 
husband, proud father and loving grandfather. 
 
Jack, as I will call him, was a pupil at Blackpool Grammar School. He graduated from 
St Catharines College, Cambridge in 1943 with a BA (Hons) in geography, and was 
later awarded an MA. He joined the staff at Lincoln School to teach geography and 
lower school mathematics in 1948, following a year of teacher-training in Cambridge. 
In his early days at the School he was also a house tutor in the boarding house. He 
later became joint Deputy Head in 1972, two years before Lincoln Christ’s Hospital 
School (LCHS) was formed and continued in that post until his retirement in 1985. 
 
 

 
 

Jack Shirley in characteristic pose in the geography room at Lincoln School (1962) 

 
There are many vestiges of Jack’s career at Lincoln School in the Garton Archive, 
not least because he held the position of Honorary Archivist for many years, and was 
responsible for the first attempt at cataloguing the many and diverse contents of the 
archive following the creation of the new school, and the classification and ordering 
of documents, photographs and other memorabilia from the four schools which 
combined in 1974 to form LCHS. 
 
One of the most treasured items in the Garton Archive is a ring-bound folder 
containing Jack’s wartime memoir The Way of a Ship, in which he described some of 
the actions of World War II, in which he served. He interrupted his studies at 
Cambridge to join the Royal Navy, where he was later commissioned in 1944 as a 
Sub-Lieutenant RNVR, and served aboard HMS Alnwick Castle on the North 
Russian Convoys.  
 



The document, completed in March 1993, numbers over 40 pages, and is some 
several thousand words long. It may be consulted in the archive by appointment, but 
is too long to publish in full. I am therefore taking the responsibility of writing a 
summary and synthesis, which I hope will do justice to its content and style. Jack 
was also an accomplished artist, and the document is peppered with stylish drawings 
and paintings, many of which I have used to illustrate the text. Former pupils will 
recall his striking blackboard illustrations in different coloured chalks; one of many 
pedagogical talents which earned him admiration and respect. 
 
Jack began his memoir with a modest statement in which he denied being a ‘real’ 
sailor, but a young man who just happened to have been of an age to be caught up 
in the second Great War. He felt that it was worth putting his memories into print, not 
as an exorcism, but in the hope that they might be of some interest to those who 
believe in the value of memories. As an amateur aspirant archivist, I have spent the 
last four years attempting to put memories into print, and I now present a summary 
and synthesis of Jack’s memoir as a tribute to the man, the teacher and the writer. 
As in many previous articles, I take full responsibility for any bias by selection and/or 
omission.  
 
It all began in July 1942. With other young conscripts Jack travelled by train to 
Skegness from Lincoln. It was apparent that many had never been away from home, 
let alone seen the sea. The destination was HMS Royal Arthur, a Butlin Holiday 
Camp of lath and plaster boasting the message ‘All for your delight’ on its landward 
side. The initiatory two week period opened many eyes to certain aspects of naval 
life. The first meal in the huge dining hall was yellow portions of smoked haddock, 
served from heated metal trolleys, and crawling with small cockroaches. One did not 
have to go to sea to feel queasy! 
 
Those early days were spent trying to appear to be more mature than they actually 
were. Washing, ironing and sewing skills were rapidly learned. The weather was very 
hot. They were given a series of injections. Basic drill and instruction in routine 
weaponry was given. The duty free ration of cigarettes and tobacco was rapidly 
consumed. The conscripts were homesick and hungry. 
 
Following his initiation, Jack was dispatched to a seedy quarter of Glasgow to learn 
Morse telegraphy. It was there that he had his first experience of a prostitute 
soliciting a passing man in an explicit manner. Curiously the small building which 
housed the naval headquarters was tiled from floor to ceiling. It turned out to be a 
requisitioned syphilis hospital. It was well-known at Lincoln School that Jack was a 
man of culture, and one of the compensations was the opportunity to attend concerts 
at the Kelvin Halls, since destroyed by fire. Other compensations included painting 
courses, and one of jack’s other passions, rugby. The splendid views over the Clyde 
estuary, and the unusual level of hospitality by the Glaswegians were an added 
bonus. However, the winter was very cold and they went to bed in the chalet bunks 
in overcoats and any other aids to warmth that they could muster. 
 
Jack was then sent to Lowestoft to await his drafting for naval service on what turned 
out to be an inshore minesweeper, a former Grimsby trawler, called ‘Liberia’, which 
was based on the Isle of Sheppey. Jack described his arrival at the Queenborough 
minesweeping base on Sheppey on a cold, grey, grim day as a sort of setting of a  



W W Jacobs story. The tide flowed greasily by, and the flatness of the Isle of Grain 
lay over the water. The mess deck, with bunk and radio transmitters, was to be 
Jack’s home for the next few months. Jack met the Captain, the First Lieutenant, and 
the rest of the crew which numbered a miner, an ex-prisoner, a stockbroker, a rag-
and-bone dealer, an East End barrow boy, etc. 
 
Jack’s first night at sea, 4 April 1943, was described as momentous, especially to a 
landlubber from Blackpool. It was a routine sweep of the shipping channel of the 
Thames estuary, but on that night the wind strength rose, and in the early hours they 
encountered marked sea and swell as they turned for home. Jack requested a 
bucket from his shipmate, who refused it on the grounds that if he were to give him 
one, he would always need one. It turned out to be a wise decision! 
 
As the ship entered the mouth of the Medway, the combined force of the strong 
north-westerly and the funnelling effect of the entrance to the harbour combined to 
cause the ship to be carried aground out of the channel, healing over with its 
starboard rail in the water. The next few hours were spent wondering whether it 
would be safer to stay on board or to jump and swim to the shore. In the end a tug 
managed to rescue them by pulling the ship by the bow off the sandbank, enabling it 
to berth as intended. 
 
 

 
 

Night Minesweeping 1943 (Jack Shirley) 



The minesweeping routine continued through the summer of 1943, mostly at night. In 
fine weather, days could be pleasant and relaxed, but at other times heavy physical 
work was the order of the day, especially during the coaling operations, and on one 
notable occasion when the huge manila tow rope was disturbed when towing 
another broken down sweeper, and the entire ships’ deck was a-swarm with rats of 
all sizes, which had been nesting in the rope. The ship had to be trailed and brought 
in by hand. During these operations the ‘spit and polish’ routine of naval life 
understandably took a back seat! 
 
The men’s diet often boasted fish for obvious reasons, and Jack tasted delicious 
skate for the first time, cooked by a fisherman in the crew. Mail arrived via the base 
ship St Tudno, and it was Jack’s job as ‘Sparks’ to collect it from an office next to the 
galley. The bulkheads of the whole area were crawling with cockroaches, and 
through the galley door could be seen the four bins heaving with the creatures. Jack 
invited us to imagine his dismay when, after suffering concussion during a game of 
rugby, he was sent to the sick bay on the base ship, where the deck floor was alive 
with them. 
 
‘Entertainment’ was provided during the nightly patrols by German aircraft, which 
used the estuary to converge for the bombing raids on London. On some days, US 
‘flying fortresses’ returned from daylight raids over the Continent, often severely 
damages, with holes showing through wings and fuselage. Other more pleasing 
entertainment was offered by exhausted birds on the eastern migration route to 
higher latitudes landing on the deck for a rest. 
 
The following section of Jack’s memoir recalled an ‘interim period between 
minesweeping and Russian convoys’. In November 1943 Jack returned to Lowestoft 
to begin training for a commission, with more intensive follow-up training near 
Worthing in Sussex at HMS King Alfred. He was commissioned in February 1944 
after which he embarked on the ‘wonderful experience’ of a week’s ship handling 
course at Greenwich Naval College. Later that year, in July, he took up an 
appointment as Signals and Watch-keeping Officer on HMS Alnwick Castle, which 
was under construction in George Brown’s Shipyard, Greenock.  
 
Following the completion of the ship’s construction, and the subsequent trials in the 
Clyde estuary, further trials and exercises took place in the Western Isles, described 
by Jack as ‘one of the most beautiful settings in the world’. One of the exercises took 
place, as soon as the crew was assembled, at Tobermory on the Isle of Mull, a 
severe test after an overnight voyage in a full gale which left half the compliment 
prostate with seasickness – a promise of things to come! 
 
Section 5 of Jack’s memoir recalled the convoys of HMS Alnwick Castle from July 
1944April 1945, the last operation before the German surrender. Jack was at pains 
to point out that the operations during that period were ‘…not at all intended as an 
heroic stance’ in that episode of the history of the war’. Comrades who sacrificed 
their lives were deserving of admiration and gratitude without reservation, even 
though they would not see themselves in a ‘heroic mould’. Jack wrote that he and 
the other fortunate ones carried with them the realisation that they were the ones 
who survived. 
 



 
 

HMS Alnwick Castle: Trials in the Clyde (Jack Shirley) 

 
The first convey (JW63) assembled on Lock Ewe on the north-west coast of 
Scotland, and sailed for Murmansk in the USSR in December 1944. It consisted of 
three destroyers, three sloops/frigates, two carriers and three corvettes including the 
Alnwick Castle. Several other destroyers joined the convey en route, as the convoy 
proceeded through the passage between Bear Island and the Norwegian coast 
where U-boats were a constant danger. The main danger zone, however, was the 
Kola Inlet, which lay on the approach to the estuary leading to Murmansk. In that 
area the U-boat commanders were able to take advantage of ‘layering’, a strategy 
which Jack illustrated with the following diagram. 
 
 

 



From late December 1944 to May 1945, the Alnwick Castle was frequently in action 
off the Kola Peninsula in the Barents Sea, engaged in escorting merchant ships 
supplying the Soviet Union with was materials and rehabilitation equipment, to help 
her ‘…to turn the tide on Nazi Germany, and soundly defeat the aggressor’. Jack 
reported that, during that period of time, the corvette encountered an enemy 
determined to get the better of the convoy, often ruthlessly. 
 
Conditions in the Arctic nights were far from comfortable, the weather and sea 
conditions conspiring to make their duty more challenging. However, at times, the 
beauty of the ‘Aurora Borealis’ provided a welcome distraction, the sky taking on 
hues of blue, green and purple in a pattern resembling the bottom of an immense 
curtain waving overhead. Sometimes the air was so cold that the ship’s rails and 
other metal parts were draped with ice, as moist air from over the Gulf Stream drift 
condensed on cold surfaces as ‘black ice’. Fog and snow were frequent visitors, too, 
and the combination of Jack’s geographical knowledge and his poetic imagery made 
for compulsive reading during that stage of his memoir. 
 
Danger from the hostile weather compounded those provided by the relentless 
presence of the enemy. On the convoy’s return, a gale of hurricane force 10 
developed, during which the convoy ceased steaming in formation and was ordered 
to heave-to and to take shelter in the Faroe Islands, where it anchored off the capital 
town, Thorshavn. During the storm two men were lost overboard from escort ships, 
and one of the ships, the Longwood, which had lost engine power, lay helplessly 
near the cliffs on the south side of the islands. She had dropped her anchor, but it 
had not held, and she was in danger of being thrown onto the cliffs by the 
mountainous seas. Ultimately, some officers and crew of the Alnwick Castle were 
able to climb aboard in the difficult conditions and the Longwood was taken in tow 
after the anchor had been ‘slipped’, and was later taken to the anchorage of Scapa 
Flow by a salvage tug. During the many severe storms Jack recalled the sensation of 
becoming ‘…weightless on a plunging deck’. 
 
 

 
 

Alnwick Castle off Kildin Island North-West Russia (Jack Shirley) 



The next convoy (JW64) sailed from the Clyde after Lock Ewe had been closed 
down for reasons of economy. Perhaps this was false economy as apparently 
German intelligence was more effective in the Clyde as there were probably more 
spies in the area. The sailing was marred by the feigning of illness by one of the 
Petty Officers before the departure from Greenock, having confessed beforehand 
that he did not intend to sail on another convoy to Russia. From an early stage the 
convoy was shadowed by a JU 88 aircraft, and attacks were mounted by torpedo-
bombers throughout the day. Ships shared in the shooting down of several planes; 
12 certainties and one possible. After a perilous crossing, aided by the relatively 
advanced radar, the Alnwick Castle entered the Kola inlet safely, but Denbigh 
Castle, on her maiden voyage and detached to escort some ships towards 
Archangels, was not so fortunate, being hit by a tornado in the mess deck and 
beached in the Kola entrance. Bluebell went alongside to search for survivors. 
 
 

 
 

A Rescue in the Faroes (Jack Shirley) 

 
 
On entering Vaenga Bay it was found that a Russian destroyer was occupying the 
berth at the pier that had been reserved for Alnwick Castle. Jack speculated that it 
was his ‘slight’ knowledge of French which qualified him to be given the task of 
taking a ride in a motor dinghy to ask the Russian captain to move out and make 
way for the corvette! In any event it worked! During his graphic description of the trip, 
Jack once more paraded his knowledge of geography by describing ‘advection’ fog 
which differed from the usual sea fog as it was caused by moist air blowing over a 
sea surface. I wondered if it was similar to ‘adiabatic’ cooling which is one of the 
terms I recall from Jack’s geography lessons during the 1950s. Someone will tell me, 
I’m sure! At this time, Jack also wrote that there were reports of the forced 



evacuation of Norwegians from Lapland, caused by the Germans’ scorched earth’ 
policy. 
 
The convoy emerged from the Kola inlet during the early hours of the morning of  
16 February 1945 having received reports of U-boat activity outside. The late night 
was black and a slight sea was running. A ‘squid’ attack was mounted by Alnwick 
Castle in company with HMS Lark, and after a short interval the U-boat began to 
surface, its conning tower becoming visible in a searchlight. Men were emerging, 
some diving into the water, and others trying to man the gun. Tracer was fired at the 
conning tower and men, some wearing yellow clothes and some with blond hair, 
were calling out. The men in the water were disappearing fast, but the ship’s boat 
was launched, and one survivor was taken, unconscious, to the sick bay, where he 
was resuscitated by massage.  
 
The one survivor, Herbert Lochner from Danzig, remained a prisoner of war until 
May 1948. Many years later he wrote an account of his experiences, in which he 
claimed that the British could have done more to save his comrades. Jack has 
written a précis of Lochner’s account, in which he graphically described the 
claustrophobic demise of the U-boat and its crew. On reading the account, Jack 
realised, if he had not done so before, that neither side in the conflict had a 
monopoly of bravery. The crew of the corvette had just witnessed a crew of almost 
50 men perish, doomed from the moment they entered the icy waters. Jack later had 
the privilege of meeting Lochner’s widow in 1996.  
 
The next day, the U-boat ‘swarm’ was waiting in Kola Inlet as the convoy emerged in 
the early morning. The Alnwick Castle was still in company with HMS Lark who had 
assisted the corvette in the sinking of the U-boat during the night. HMS Lark was hit 
by a gnat torpedo, her stern opening up like a flower as she drifted in a wide circle. A 
sailor who had been standing near the stern was flung high into the air, and yet was 
picked up by a small Russian patrol boat. Some of the crew were later rescued, but it 
was later discovered that Bluebell had been sunk with scarcely any survivors. As 
night fell, Alnwick Castle re-joined the convoy and headed home. 
 
 

 
 

HMS Goodall, Torpedoed March 1945 (Jack Shirley) 



Convoy JW65 sailed from the Clyde, somewhat depleted from the losses, on 11 
March 1945, to face the prospect of seven U-boats waiting in the Bear Island 
passage, and later grouped off Kildin Island. Weather conditions were very cold with 
some pack ice. One liberty ship was hit as they entered the inlet, and shortly 
afterwards Lapwing was torpedoed, broke in two, and disappeared below the 
surface. Only 60 were saved from the icy water out of a compliment of 200. Many 
were later buried at sea near Vaenga, as it was not possible to bury them on land in 
the winter during the tundra permafrost. Reverting to poetic mode, Jack described 
the sea as being ‘…fairly smooth and the colour of a heron’s eye’, and the sunlight 
on the snow over Vaenga as movingly beautiful. The Convoy returned safely to base 
on 29 March 1945, despite the presence of some 9 U-boats waiting outside the inlet. 
The safe return was aided by the concentration of depth charges and ‘squid’ 
explosions, with new techniques including the use of sonar buoys.  
 
The following extract from the Naval History website captures the intense 
bombardment to which the Russian convoys were subjected. 
 

FEBRUARY 1945 

There was still no let up for the Russian convoys. Although JW64 reached 
Kola Inlet safely on the 13th with all 26 merchantmen, the arriving corvette 
"Denbigh Castle" was torpedoed by "U-992" and became a total loss. Four 
days later on the 17th return RA64 was ready to set out. Just off Kola Inlet "U-
425" was sunk by sloop "Lark" and corvette "Alnwick Castle", but later that 
day "LARK" was damaged by "U-963" and also became a total loss. Corvette 
"Bluebell" was then torpedoed by "U-711" and blew up with only one man 
surviving. Of the 34 ships with the convoy, one returned, one went down to U-
boats and on the 23rd, straggler "Henry Bacon" was sunk by Ju88 torpedo 
bombers, the last ship of the war by German aircraft. The rest of the convoy 
arrived at Loch Ewe on the 28th after a voyage made even more difficult by 
violent storms typical of northern waters.  

www.naval-history.net/WW2CampaignsRussianConvoys.htm 

 

 
Convoy JW66/RA66 was to be the last operation of HMS Alnwick Castle before the 
German surrender. 
 
It has been a rare privilege to have the opportunity to assemble a summary of Jack 
Shirley’s memoir from the dust-laden recesses of the Garton Archive, and to make it 
available to a wider audience. As I read it, and thought about the most effective way 
of writing a précis which would to justice to the original text, it seemed somewhat 
surreal to me that the master who was teaching me geography within the mundane 
and protective environment of a boys’ grammar school form room during the early 
1950s, had only a few short years earlier been subjected to such challenging and 
life-threatening experiences. As we currently commemorate some of the key events 
of the Second World War, it seems fitting not only to celebrate the heroic part played 
by such war heroes as Jack Shirley, but also to remember those who lost their lives 



in the conflict, including the valiant Old Lincolnians whose names appear on the War 
Memorial, recently and lovingly restored, and re-sited in its original position in the 
cloisters at LCHS. 
 
 
Footnote 
 
The invasion of Russia soon led to the introduction of the Russian or Arctic convoys 
with their dreadful conditions and after some months had elapsed, high losses in 
men and ships. However, the Royal Navy's presence in the Arctic was first made 
known in August when submarines started operating, with some success against 
German shipping supporting the Axis attack from Norway towards Murmansk. The 
port was never captured. Conditions with these convoys were at the very least 
difficult. Both summer and winter routes were close to good German bases in 
Norway from which U-boats, aircraft and surface ships could operate. In the long 
winter months there was terrible weather and intense cold, and in summer, continual 
daylight. Many considered that no ships would get through. The first convoy sailed in 
August and, by the end of the year, over 100 merchantmen had set out in both 
directions. Only one was lost to a U-boat. In 1942 the picture changed considerably. 
 
Since August 1941, 78 convoys had sailed in both directions and passed through 
nearly 1,400 merchant ships for the loss of 85 - a loss rate of 6 percent. Millions of 
tons of vital cargo and thousands of tanks and aircraft were delivered to the 
Russians. The cost to the Royal Navy included one escort carrier severely damaged, 
two cruisers, six destroyers and eight other escorts sunk in the cold and often stormy 
waters of the Arctic. The Germans lost "Scharnhorst" and indirectly "Tirpitz", three 
big destroyers, over 30 U-boats (www.naval-history.net) 
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